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Cultural Examinations
Ancient Physical and Spiritual Reinforcements of Male Andocentric Opinions
By Allison Cartmell
In his book, Her Share of the Blessings:
Women's Religions among Pagans, Jews, and
Christians in the Greco-Roman World, Ross
Shepard Kraemer claims that, "it was a
commonplace in Greco-Roman antiquity
that religion was women's business, and it
was not a compliment." Mary Lefkowitz
and Maureen Pant's work, Women's life in
Greece and Rome, seems to argue against this
fact. According to Lefkowitz and Fant, the
only pagan religious cults in which women
held powerful roles were goddess cults,
such as the cults of Demeter, Aphrodite,
Athena, and Vesta. Men held the chief state
priesthoods, and ultimately male politicians
regulated which gods and goddesses
women were permitted to worship. It
would be more correct of Kraemer to state
that religious frenzy was chiefly the domain
of women. In both body and mind, ancient
women were seen as weak creatures who
lacked self-control, and were therefore
easily led into vice, passion, and
overzealous religious worship. Because of
this perceived weakness, men believed that
women must be strictly guarded and
controlled throughout their lives.
In the ancient opinion, a woman's
weak nature began in her physical body.
Plato claimed that out of a first, all male
generation, those who "were cowardly and
acted unjustly during their lifetimes, were
(as required by logic) changed into women
in the second generation."1 Aristotle agreed
that women were a weakened form of men,
he says, "[In females] there is an obvious
deficiency in physique as compared with
males."2 The Greek physician Hippocrates
traced female weakness to conception; he
claimed that a female child resulted from
"weak sperm," and a male child resulted
from "strong sperm."3 The focal point of a
woman's weakness lay with her
reproductive system. Medical practitioners
in Greece and Rome believed that ailments
involving a woman's reproductive organs
affected her body as a whole, and that most
women's diseases were caused by a
displaced womb.4 This "wandering womb"
reflects the misogynistic view of a fickle and
vicious woman when it is described as
"raging."5 A woman's apparent physical
flaws were reflected in opinions about a
woman's inherent nature. The belief in
these natural imperfections, endorsed by
the doctors of the day, gave men a basis for
their desire to keep women firmly in male
control.
In the Greco-Roman world, it was
believed that a woman who was left with
no male guardian would easily fall prey to
an ill-intentioned man. A church father in
Alexandria in the late second century AD
summarized the male opinion when he
said, "A woman quickly can be lured into
disorderly behavior, if she has only an
inclination to licentiousness."6 St. Jerome
agreed when he spoke of marriage in the
fourth century, he pointed out that any type
of man could entice a woman into adultery,
whether with his figure, his brains, his wit,
or simply his open hand.7 Women in
particular were thought to be in danger
when religion was used as a temptation. A
priest called Marcus was said to have used
false magic to convert women into his cult.
After their conversion, he convinced the
women that they could come closer to God
by engaging in sexual intercourse with
him.8 The mother of St. Thecla feared that
St. Paul was this kind of priest, she called
Paul's speeches "deceitful and tricky" and
stated that she was shocked that her
daughter's "maidenly modesty can be so
comprised." Later she says, "My daughter
is attached to [Paul's] window like a spider
overpowered by the man's speeches with a
new and terrible passion. She hangs on











A woman's virtue was though to be
in further danger when she participated in
rites involving large, mixed-sex groups.
Although Kraemer does not believe that
religion offered an escape from the
everyday stifling oppression that made up
most of a woman's life,10 Lefkowitz
disagrees with him when she says,
The politically oppressed
often turn to ecstasy as a
temporary means of
possessing the power they
otherwise lack: orgiastic
ritual, secret cults, trances
and magic provided such
outlets, especially for
women, who could not
justify meeting together
for any other purpose.11
The actions of the Roman government
support her statement; at various times, the
Romans outlawed both bacchic rites12 and
Christianity.13 Rumors of lewd behavior
surrounded both cults, and upper class
Romans feared that due to the "natural
weakness of their sex"14 their women would
fall prey to this form of worship. Even
women who participated in state sanctioned
worship created worry, the best example
being the Vestal Virgins. Though the
priestesses of Vesta received the honors of
making their own will and conducting their
business affairs without a male guardian,
they were still kept under the dominance of
Rome's chief priest, the Pontifex Maximus.
When a new priestess was selected, the
Pontifex literally took her by the hand and
led her from her father, mimicking the way
a woman would be captured in war.
Further, her offenses were punished by the
Pontifex. Though a Vestal Virgin had
powers that other women did not, she was
still under the control of a more powerful





Though women who participated in
pagan religion were kept under the control
of men, paganism did afford women some
rights. As Lefkowitz stated, religious
worship allowed women to act outside of
social norms, albeit for a brief time. In the
festival of Demeter Thesmophoria, women
walked through the city barefoot and with
unbound hair, singing and calling attention
to themselves,16 whereas in everyday life
Greek women (excepting the Spartans) were
expected to stay out of public sight. During
the procession celebrating the mysteries of
Demeter, women walked in front of the
men,17 and in Rome, the first woman to gain
power equal to that of the Senators was an
honored priestess.18 During the Roman
festival to Bona Dea, Cicero's wife received
a portent that gave her the power to
interrupt a political meeting, a place where
women were not welcome.19 Although the
Romans feared Christianity for the moral
sake of their women, the belief in original
sin allowed early Christian males to set up
another Misogynistic system. An early
Christian work states that the only way for
women to atone for Eve's sin is through
child-bearing,20 which negates Kraemer's
statement that the popularity of Christianity
can be traced to the fact that it provided
women with "a set of standards by which to
judge themselves that did not depend on
their success as sexual and reproductive
beings."2 Furthermore, while pagan
women could harbor direct relationships
with the gods or (more often) the
goddesses, St. Paul stated that "the head of
every man is Christ, the head of every
woman is her husband, and the head of
Christ is God." He claimed that man was
the only glory of God; woman was the glory
of her husband.22 Thus he eliminated any
connection between females and the divine;
a woman could only connect to God
through her husband. Therefore it seems
that paganism would be more appealing
12 Lefkowitz, 275-276
13 Lefkowitz, 318-323











than Christianity to Greco-Roman women.
J
Yet even with these constraints, there were
a large number of women in early Christian
communities,23 and despite Paul's teaching,
St. Perpetua writes that the Lord spoke
directly to her through visions.24
Nevertheless, paganism periodically
allowed women a brief escape from the
constraints of daily life, while Christianity
continued to restrict the rights of women
during worship.
The opinions that were held by
ancient men concerning women are not far
removed from our own society. In the book
Hen's teeth and Horse's Toes, Stephen Jay
Gould dispels the misogynistic view that
males are naturally stronger than females
by using examples from the animal
kingdom in which the female of an animal
is larger than and dominant over the male.
This research is relatively new, however,
and even within the last few centuries
ancient opinions on the subject were still
widely accepted. The short story "The
Yellow Wallpaper," written by Charlotte
Perkins Gilman in 1892, shows that
Victorian women were beset by many of the
problems facing ancient women. Because of
her husband's opinions on her mental and
physical weaknesses, the protagonist of the
story is driven insane.
Kraemer remedies his original
statement that ancient religion was
"women's business" when he states that the
male scholars who called ancient women
inherently more religious than ancient men
generally meant that women were "more
superstitious, more emotional, and less
rational."2 These modern scholars are
endorsing a continuation of ancient
misogynist beliefs. Greco-Roman males
used skewed biology to support their.
androcentric society, believing that a
woman's mental weakness began in her
physical body, most specifically in her
reproductive organs. These beliefs gave
men a reason to keep women under their
control. Some pagan religious worship
provided women temporary relief from the
oppressive world of men, yet even this
freedom was not complete. Christianity
further defined women as weak and sinful
creatures, and eliminated female divinities
and the small freedoms that came from
women's worship of them. Though modern
science proves that women do not suffer
from a natural weakness, the constraints
that this belief created have only begun to
be dispelled in the past century.
23 Kjaemer, 4
24 Lefkowitz, 313-323
25 Kraemer, 12
